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Making good on a promise she made during her Sept. 1 inauguration to abolish the fifth court of
constitutional guarantees (Sala Quinta) of the Corte Suprema de Justicia (CSJ), President Mireya
Moscoso signed into law a bill abolishing the court and firing the judges appointed to it. The move
promised to set off a constitutional crisis, but the CSJ has, for now, ruled the law valid. Moscoso said
creation of the court was a politically motivated act designed to put loyalists of former president
Ernesto Perez Balladares on the bench and to protect him from legal action by his successor (see
NotiCen, 1999-07-09).
The Legislative Assembly passed the bill Oct. 24 amid protests from deputies of the former
governing Partido Revolucionario Democratico (PRD), which passed the bill creating the Sala
Quinta in the waning days of the Perez Balladares administration. Some legal experts said the
Assembly did not have the authority to kill the court. Joining in the attack, the Sala Quinta sent the
Assembly an order to stop further discussion of the bill.
The Assembly majority ignored the order, prompting the PRD delegation to boycott the vote.
The Assembly's second vice president Olmedo Carreno said the court's order was invalid since
it violated the separation of powers. Passage of the bill was an indication that Moscoso's wobbly
Assembly coalition was holding after splits began to appear earlier in the month (see NotiCen,
1999-10-14).
Despite the new law, the Sala Quinta judges remained at their posts while lawyers asked the CSJ to
void the law as unconstitutional. An editorial in the daily newspaper La Prensa called the situation
"a grave constitutional crisis that underlines the urgent need of a new constitution."

Court says law is valid
But within hours of the law's promulgation in the Gaceta Oficial, the CSJ headed off the crisis by
ruling that the law was valid, though without ruling on its constitutionality. CSJ president Arturo
Hoyos said there was no crisis and the Assembly had not violated the Constitution by ignoring the
Sala Quinta's order. However, the law "does not constitute a positive element for the administration
of justice," he said.
Hoyos said the remaining nine CSJ justices would review all Sala Quinta rulings and any suits of
unconstitutionality brought against the new law. The legislature then approved a bill giving the
court nine months to rule on the issue of constitutionality. The Sala Quinta judges, who served less
than two months, are now under legal attack.
On the same day as the CSJ ruling, legislator Francisco Ameglio of the governing coalition asked
the attorney general to arrest the three former Sala Quinta judges and their three alternates for
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abuse of authority, usurpation of functions, and obstruction of the operations of the legislature. If
convicted, the six former judges could face 15 to 20 years imprisonment. The charges stem from the
Sala Quinta's attempt to stop the legislative process. The executive branch has filed its own charges
against the former judges. [Sources: Notimex, 10/25/99; La Prensa (Panama), 10/25/99, 10/26/99,
10/28/99; El Panama America, 10/24/99, 10/26/99, 10/29/99]
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